Statement by WARD  S.   MASON

In preparing the chapter on process variables I tried to reflect the ideas of
paper writers without injecting my own perspective.   I welcome the opportunity  to
offer a few personal observations based on study of  this valuable collection of
papers.    However,   I will not limit myself to process variable  issues.

Narrowing the Purpoae of a National Data System.    A dominant impression from
this experience is that,   collectively,   the recommendations are overwhelming in
variety and detail.     This was expected,   since no particular restraints were
placed on the writers.     But as a result,   the problem of refining our concept of
what is appropriate for a national data system and what should be  the mission of
NCES has achieved renewed saliency.  The two dimensions of  this problem are:

o What kinds  of data are appropriate  to a national data
system as opposed to that for State  or local systems?

o What kinds  of  data are appropriate  for a national system
of education Jjidicators designed to measure  the
"condition and progress of education "as opposed to that
appropriate for special research studies,   program
evaluation,   diagnostic instruction,   or other special
purposes?

The first issue becomes  "sticky"  because of  our federal system.     We want
national data because we need to know as a  nation what  the quality  of our
educational system is,  but we do not have a national system of education.     The
data system must be designed to be useful to State and local policy makers as
much or more than national leaders.    National aggregates require comparable
data.  But to the extent that our State education systems differ,   they may
require different data systems to monitor their different structures and
different policies.     The national system should confine itself  to  the major
structural components  of  the educational system that are common to all states.
State data systems  can add detail to suit their particular educational
philosophies and policies.    However,  as suggested by one writer   (Natriello),
NCES might well take on the task of assisting States in the development of  a
pilot state data system.

The second issue arises because,  in my view, many of the suggestions made by
paper writers  are  interesting questions for research or program evaluation,  but
are inappropriate for a data system.     The  research issue has two dimensions.
First we need a research base which establishes the role  and importance of
particular variables before they are  incorporated  in a data system,   and in many
cases that research base does not exist.  Further,   the  development of  appropriate
measures is prerequisite.     So some variables are likely candidates  for a  data
system,   but can only be  incorporated after the necessary research and
development have been accomplished.

Second,   some questions are not amenable to answer from a data system but require
special research studies.     Questions such  as  the  efficacy of particular
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